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LIVE SPRING CONFERENCE SUCCESS

Some of the attendees at the 12 Mar 2022 Spring Conference of the SHA, in the Lyttleton Theatre (BMI)
The Spring Conference of the SHA, held with some
trepidation at the Birmingham and Midlands Institute
on 12 Mar 2022, was the Society’s first ‘live’ event
since 2019. The Council was aware that many
members would still be rather wary about attending
physical meetings whilst Covid-19 is still with us – not
least on account of the situation on public transport.
An attempt to mitigate the risks was made by booking
the most spacious of the lecture theatres at the BMI.
In the event, it was a good call: 50 members attended
and enjoyed a wide range of talks: Dr Emily
Winterburn on Tracking down the lost & forgotten
astronomical women of Empire; Bill Barton on Beer,
Bread and Bolides: Alice Grace Cook (1877–1958);
Dr Lee Macdonald on Proposals to move The Royal
Observatory, Greenwich, 1836 – 1944; Hilary Forbes
on Aristarchus of Samos’ Lost Heliocentric Proposal:
Re-evaluating the Evidence and its Significance; and
Gerard Gilligan on investigating the history of a
telescope and two local school/seminary observatories
in Liverpool.

Special thanks are due to Bill and Gerard who
stepped in at the last moment to replace speakers who
were unable to attend, due to Covid and events in
Ukraine.

Bill Barton, Hilary Forbes, Emily Winterburn,
and Lee Macdonald

SHA website: http://www.shastro.org.uk/
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FUTURE SHA MEETINGS
2022 SUMMER PICNIC
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SHA COUNCIL
The current SHA Officers & Council are:

Summer 2022 will be the bi-centenary of the death
of William Herschel. The SHA’s summer picnic will
be in Bath on 25 Jun to take part in commemorations
of this. The picnic will include a guided tour around
the Herschel Museum in New King St and a guided
tour around relevant places in Bath, conducted by Prof.
Mike Edmunds. All members should have received
details of how to register (max number 30, due to limitations on size of museum group visits). Fee £15.

2022 AGM AND AUTUMN CONFERENCE
This will be on Sat 22 Oct 2022 at 10 am–5 pm at
the Birmingham & Midland Institute, 9 Margaret St,
Birmingham, B3 3BS.
Speakers include:
David Brand, The planet Vulcan: the twists &
turns in our understanding of the heliocentric
Solar System
Daniel Belteki, The winter of raw computers:
the history of the lunar and planetary reductions of the ROG
Christopher Taylor, The Astronomers & the
Birth of Atomic Physics
Mike Leggett, Star Colours and Edward Iszatt
Essam
Allan Chapman, TBC

Honorary Council Members
Hon President Dr Allan Chapman
Hon Vice-Presidents Dr Emily Winterburn, Prof.
Mike Edmunds

Council Members
Chairman Gerard Gilligan
Vice-Chair (& e-News Editor) David Sellers
General Secretary Mike Leggett
Treasurer Geoff King
Membership Secretary Graham Jones
Editor, SHA Bulletin Kevin Walsh
Publicity Officer Mike Leggett
Survey Coordinator Kevin Johnson
Online Editor John Chuter
Librarian James Dawson
Meetings Secretary Gerard Gilligan (acting)

Co-opted Officers (non-Council)
Editor, The Antiquarian Astronomer Ian Ridpath
Asst. Editor, The Antiquarian Astronomer Peter
Morris
Archivist John Chuter
Assistant Librarian Carolyn Bedwell

SHA COUNCIL MEETINGS
The following SHA Council meeting is the first
scheduled for 2022:
Sat 17 Sep 2022 11 am

ONLINE MEETINGS
Free online evening presentations for members (using
‘Zoom’):
Mon 9 May 2022 (7.00 pm)

When physical meetings are able to resume, SHA
members are very welcome to attend Council meetings as observers. Please let the General Secretary
know in advance, if you wish to do so.

Title: Why does the Pope have an Observatory?
Speaker: Brother Guy Consolmagno, S.J. (Director
of the Vatican Observatory)
On 18 September 2015, Br. Guy was appointed by
Pope Francis as the new director of the Vatican Observatory. His research explores the connections between
meteorites and asteroids, and the origin and evolution
of small bodies in the solar system.

Sat 3 Sep 2022 (12.00 noon)
Title: Telescopes, Temples, Eclipses and Ethnohistory: Exploring the Exciting Astronomical History
of Southeast Asia
Speakers: Dr Wayne Orchiston & Darunee Lingling
Orchiston
Sat 19 Nov 2022 (12.00 noon)

Wed 29 Jun 2022 (time to be confirmed)
A ‘special’ meeting to celebrate the 20 Anniversary
of the SHA. Short talks by members invited.
th

Title: William Herschel (1738-1822) – Discoverer of
the Deep Sky
Speaker: Wolfgang Steinicke
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SHA PUBLICATIONS
SHA e-News
The next issue of the e-News is due in early August
2022. If you know of any meetings, publications, exhibitions or events pertaining to the history of astronomy
that might interest other members, please email brief
details to the Editor (David Sellers).

Back issues and guidelines for contributions are
available from the e-News web page.

SHA BULLETIN
Issue 36 of the Bulletin (Autumn 2021) was distributed to SHA members during late November. Issue 37
is due in May 2022.
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THE ANTIQUARIAN ASTRONOMER
The next issue of The Antiquarian Astronomer( Issue 16) will be published in June/July 2021. All members will receive a copy.

Among other goodies, the issue will contain part two
of Paul Haley’s three-part series on Maria Mitchell, a
commemoration of the life and work of Adelaide
Ames who died 90 years ago at the tragically young
age of 32, and an investigation into an error by Einstein preserved on a blackboard that he used during a
lecture at Oxford in 1931 (as seen on the cover above).
Issue 17 should be published in June/July 2023.
Members and others wishing to submit material for
future issues of The Antiquarian Astronomer should
contact the Editor (Ian Ridpath) at aaeditor@shastro.org.uk. Guidance for authors and some
back issues can be found on The Antiquarian Astronomer web page.

VOLUNTEER A PRESENTATION?
Contributions to the Bulletin are most welcome, including letters which can be on any aspect of the Society or the history of astronomy.
Back issues (except for the last 2 years) and guidelines for contributions are available from the Bulletin
web page.
It is usually prudent to check with the Editor (Kevin
Walsh) before preparing items where duplication is a
possibility (e.g. book reviews).

Do you have a mini-presentation that you would
like to make to an online SHA meeting? The SHA
Council would like to organise occasional online
meetings featuring several short talks, where members can present topics that they have been researching. If you have something up your sleeve
and would like to give it a go, please let our Meetings Secretary (Acting), know:
Meetings@shastro.org.uk
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SHA LIBRARY NEWS
The SHA library now has almost 3000 books dedicated to the history of astronomy and related subjects,
numerous journals, as well as miscellaneous items including letters, meeting programmes, conference proceedings and the like.
Outside the legal deposit libraries, the SHA Library
has one of the most extensive history of astronomy
collections in any library in the British Isles. It is
unique in having a collecting policy, totally focussed
on history of astronomy, that includes not only the latest popular and scholarly works, but also the active
acquisition of second-hand books, astronomical
ephemera, and the preservation of the works of lesser
known British astronomers and authors.
Due to the internal reorganisation within the Birmingham and Midland Institute (BMI), we’ve had to
relocate the SHA Library out of the Benson Room
where it has resided since 2004. Our library has a temporary residence in a purpose built enclosure in the
John Lee Lecture Theatre of the BMI.
We continue to look for and obtain new items for the
Library and a list of the latest acquisitions is given below. If you have anything you’d like to donate to the
Library please let us know.
New acquisitions since the last issue:

BMI (Birmingham): home of the SHA Library
Royal Observatory (Greenwich), The old Royal Observatory Greenwich: guide to the collections, 1998
Science Research Council, The Royal Greenwich
Observatory, Herstmonceux, 1970
Sterken, Christiaan, Astronomical Heritages: astronomical archives and historic transits of Venus, 2005
The following items have been given to the Library;
the name of the donor is on the right:
Fisher, John, Collection of 35mm slides, astronomical themed, nd, Fisher, John
Herschel, John F W, A Treatise on astronomy, 1833,
Kilburn, Kevin

BAA, Catalogue of the Library of the British Astronomical Association: 1954 October. Includes revised
supplementary list No. 3 April 1957, 1954

Proctor, Richard A, Half-hours with the telescope. A
popular guide to the use of the telescope as a means
of amusement and instruction, 1896, Kilburn, Kevin

Cellarius, Andreas, Maps of the heavens: a book of
postcards, 1993

T Nelson and Sons (publisher), Wonders of the
Heavens: The Sun, Moon, and Planets: their physical
character, appearance and phenomena, 1881, Kilburn, Kevin

Dick Steven J, Classifying the cosmos: how we can
make sense of the celestial landscape, 2019
Falkner, David E, Stories of astronomers and their
stars, 2021
Firebrace, William, Star theatre: the story of the
planetarium, 2017
Heath, Thomas, Aristarchus of Samos: the ancient
Copernicus, 1913
Kelley, David H, Exploring Ancient Skies: a survey
of ancient and cultural astronomy, 2011
Macpherson, Hector, Pioneers of Progress. Men of
Science. Herschel, 1919
Macpherson, Hector, Practical astronomy with the
unaided eye, 1912
Mann, Robert James, A guide to the knowledge of
the heavens: designed for the use of schools and
families, 1853

Heilbron, John L, The Ghost of Galileo in a forgotten
painting from the English Civil War, 2021, Sellers,
David
The catalogue of books in the library is available and
a link to this can be found on the library page of the
SHA’s website as a downloadable Excel spreadsheet –
if you have trouble viewing the catalogue let us know
and we can arrange to send it to you in an alternative
format.
If you want to know more about the library or its
stock, or if you'd like help with your research or finding a book or article, or other library-related matter,
please do contact James and Carolyn who would love
to hear from you.
James Dawson, SHA Librarian
library@shastro.org.uk
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A WORD FROM THE CHAIR
Hello, and as always when I send
you a message, I
hope this one finds
you in good health,
and you are looking
forward to the upcoming spring and
summer
months.
Despite the continued concerns with
the pandemic and
events in Eastern
Europe, the Society for the History of Astronomy,
(SHA) has held its first face-to-face conference since
October 2019. The 12th March 2022 Spring Meeting,
held at the Birmingham & Midland Institute (BMI) has
been praised and regarded as a great success. I send
my congratulations and thanks to all within the SHA
and the staff at the BMI who made it possible. A short
report with images can be found within the pages of
this e-News.
There was at the time a great deal of caution and apprehension in holding a meeting of this kind once
again. The Covid-19 pandemic was (and still is) prevalent, and for many it may not have been easy to consider travelling and mixing with others. However, the
meeting in March was conducted with Covid-19 precautions in place, and was enjoyed by the fifty delegates who made the journey to central England. Based
on this event, we look now forward to the 2022 SHA
Autumn Conference and AGM on 22nd October (again
at the BMI in Birmingham). I do hope to see you there
- maybe for the first time after three years.
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share and celebrate astronomical history for another
twenty years. If you are interested then please do contact me or any member of the present Council at your
earliest convenience.
Following the excellent news, earlier this year as the
SHA welcomed Dr Emily Winterburn to the post of
Hon. Vice-President, we also now welcome the additional news that distinguished Physicist and historian,
Professor Michael Edmunds (recently elected as the
President of the Royal Astronomical Society), has accepted the invitation from the SHA Council to serve as
the other Hon. Vice-President post. I’m very sure that
the Society will benefit from Prof. Edmunds’ many
years of experience and knowledge within both the
professional and amateur astronomical community. I
look forward to meeting him in person for the first
time very soon.
My best wishes, take care, and I hope one day to
meet you once again not via a computer screen but
face to face.
Gerard Gilligan,
SHA Chairman

NEW MEMBERS
We are pleased to give a warm welcome to the
following new members who have joined or rejoined since the previous issue of SHA e-News:
Mr Robert Bell OXFORD

There are additional booklets to be published and
webinars, events and meetings to be held over the
summer months as the Society continues to celebrate
the 20th anniversary since its foundation. I’m personally looking forward to the Summer picnic in June,
with a membership visit to the beautiful City of Bath
and the Herschel Museum of Astronomy. Let’s hope
the British weather plays its part on the day, as we
mark the life and contribution to astronomical history
of not just brother/sister team, William and Caroline
Herschel, but all the members of the Herschel family.

Mr Brian Humphries OLDBURY

Lastly, as you can see, even after the challenges of
the pandemic, the SHA continues to be a very active
organisation and finds itself in a strong and robust position. But this situation is very much dependant on
your support and assistance as SHA members, as already detailed and reported above. The present SHA
Council continues to look for members to join it ranks
to help the SHA as it continues on the road to research,

Mr Andy Sieroslawski ROCHDALE

Mr Ian Parke ROTHERHAM
Mr Charles Draper BATH
Ms Rita Whiting BEXLEYHEATH
Mr Malcolm Porter GUILFORD
Mr Paul Yates KEIGHLEY

Mr Bernie J Taylor USA
Mr John Spillett RINGWOOD
Mr Timothy V Haymes STEEPLE ASTON
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SHA SURVEY
New contributions from SHA members include
Nathaniel Nye (Warwickshire), Charles Butterworth
(IoM), William Crabtree (Lancs), John Bradley
(Hants), Henry Cooper Key (Herefordshire) Paul Nafel
(Channel Islands) and Williamina Fleming (Angus).
The following new observatories have been
generated from checking previous articles in The
Antiquarian Astronomer. These include the
observatories of J.H. Reynolds, Butterworth and Key.
Next I will scan the back issues of the SHA Bulletin
for any missing names.
I would like a volunteer SHA member to check the
Hector Mcpherson ‘Biographical Dictionary of
Astronomers’ for potential new entries for inclusion in
the survey.
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MARGARET CURTIS
We are sad to report that SHA member, Margaret
Curtis died on 26 Mar 2022 at the age of 80. Readers
may recall that SHA e-News in August 2020 featured a
two-page interview with Margaret.
She lived at Callanish, on the Isle of Lewis in the
Outer Hebrides and published several small books on
archaeoastronomy in the Hebrides and gave guided
tours. The obituary to Margaret in the Sunday Times
(6 Apr 2022) described her as a “Teacher turned archaeologist who became known as the Queen of Callanish for her expertise and passion for standing
stones”. The story of her achievements can be read in a
tribute on the We Love Stornaway website.

[It might also be useful to trawl through the 1896
edition of the Scientists’ International Directory,
compiled by Samuel E. Cassino. Ed.]
Kevin Johnson
Survey Coordinator

SHA RESEARCH GRANTS
SHA Small Research Grants are available for the period 1 Nov 2021 to 31 Oct 2022 and applications are
solicited. The total amount allocated by the Council for
the current round is £1500. These grants are made
available to provide limited financial support for
members’ research.
Links to the application form and regulations for applicants are available on the Society’s web site. Applications must be made using the application form. Appended to the regulations are some guidelines for
completing the case for support that forms part of
every application.

SHA PUBLICITY STALLS
The SHA held publicity stalls at the following venues/events:
Sat 19 Mar 2022: Practical Astronomy Show, Kettering
Forthcoming events with SHA stalls will include:
Fri 14 – Sat 15 Oct 2022: The International Astronomy Show, Stoneleigh Park, Warwickshire, CV8 2LH

Margaret Curtis with the Callanish standing
stones, only a mile, or so, from her home

Volume 14, no. 2

SHA e-News May 2022

FORTHCOMING BOOKS NOTICED
Venus, by William Sheehan and Sanjay Shridhar
Limaye (Reaktion Books), Jun 2022, pp.256
(hardback, £25.00), ISBN 9781789145854
This new and
beautifully illustrated
account of Venus takes
in the most recent
research into this
mysterious, inhospitable
world. Looking at the
history of our
observations of the
planet, from early
astronomy to future
space missions, it seeks
to answer many of the
questions that remain
unanswered, such as why Venus and Earth, so similar
in size and mass, evolved in such different directions,
and how Venus acquired its dense carbon-dioxide
atmosphere. Above all, it assesses whether life might
have escaped from the oven-like temperatures at the
surface and evolved to become perpetually airborne –
in which case Venus may not be lifeless after all.
Soviets in Space: Russia’s Cosmonauts and the
Space Frontier, by Colin Burgess (Reaktion Books),
Jul 2022, pp.240 (hardback, £25.00), ISBN
9781789146325
In this deeply researched chronology,
Colin Burgess describes the Soviet Union’s extraordinary
success in the pioneering years of space exploration. Within a
decade the Soviets not
only launched the
world’s first satellite,
but were the first to
send an animal and a
human being into Earth
orbit. More than that,
their ground-breaking
missions sent a woman into space, launched a threeman spacecraft and included the first person to walk in
space.
Six decades on from the historic spaceflight of cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin, Burgess guides us through the
amazing achievements of Russia’s spaceflight programme through to the present day, introducing the
men and women who have flown the missions as we
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seek to delve ever deeper into the wonders and complexities of the cosmos.
Astronomers as Diplomats: When the IAU Builds
Bridges Between Nations, by Thierry Montmerle and
Danielle Fauque (Eds.) (Springer), Jul 2022, pp.440
(hardback, £109.99), ISBN 9783030986247
This book illuminates a
few highly significant
events in history in
which astronomers have
helped keep contacts
between astronomers of
different states in moments of international
political tensions or even
crises. The authors focus
on four periods where
astronomers were particularly active in international relations:
1. The WW1 period, the epoch of the creation of the
IAU, in the context of the simultaneous creation of
other scientific unions. The book also singles out the
important role of A.S. Eddington and his network
“across forbidden borders”.
2. The Cold war period and its consequences, when
several countries were divided between opposite blocs.
“The China crisis” is told here from different viewpoints by Chinese astronomers, both from the
mainland and from Taiwan, in parallel with the evolution of astronomy in South and North Korea. Germany’s twisted path in its membership of the IAU,
from its admission in 1951 to its reunification in 1991
is shown as another example.
3. The period, when radio astronomers, in particular,
were very active in “building bridges” between East
and West. It also tells the history of how the apparently
innocuous issue of the “lunar nomenclature” became
extremely sensitive. The part ends on two chapters on
Russian robotic missions and lunar surface features as
well on the Russian participation in the “International
Virtual Observatory” project.
4. The fourth part reports for the first time on the
“hidden story” of the relations between the IAU and
the United Nations after the “Moon race” when the
United Nations decided to challenge the IAU’s authority on “extraterrestrial names”. The final chapter reviews how twenty years later UNESCO and the IAU
had become strong partners in the difficult, but highly
successful organization of the International Year of
Astronomy (2002-2009), and of the “Astronomy and
World Heritage” intitiative (2008).
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The Whole Truth: A Cosmologist’s Reflections on
the Search for Objective Reality, by P.J.E. Peebles
(Princeton University Press), Aug 2022, pp.264 (hardback, £22.00), ISBN 9780691231358
A century ago, thoughtful people questioned how
reality could agree with
physical theories that keep
changing, from a mechanical model of the
ether to electric and magnetic fields, and from homogeneous matter to electrons and atoms. Today,
concepts like dark matter
and dark energy further
complicate and enrich the
search for objective reality. The Whole Truth is a personal reflection on this
ongoing quest by one of the world’s most esteemed
cosmologists.
What lies at the heart of physical science? What are
the foundational ideas that inform and guide the enterprise? Is the concept of objective reality meaningful? If
so, do our established physical theories usefully approximate it? P. J. E. Peebles takes on these and other
big questions about the nature of science, drawing on a
lifetime of experience as a leading physicist and using
cosmology as an example. He traces the history of
thought about the nature of physical science since Einstein, and succinctly lays out the fundamental working
assumptions. Through a careful examination of the
general theory of relativity, Einstein’s cosmological
principle, and the theory of an expanding universe,
Peebles shows the evidence that we are discovering the
nature of reality in successive approximations through
increasingly rigorous scrutiny.
Learning With Spheres: The golādhyāya in
Nityānanda’s Sarvasiddhāntarāja, by Anuj Misra
(Routledge), Sep 2022, pp.360 (hardback, £96.00),
ISBN 9781138583573
This book provides, for
the very first time, a critical
edition and an English
translation (accompanied by
critical notes and technical
analyses) of the chapter on
spheres (golādhyāya) from
Nityānanda’s
Sarvasiddhāntarāja, a
Sanskrit astronomical text
written in seventeenthcentury Mughal India.
Readers will learn how
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terrestrial and celestial phenomena were understood by
early-modern Sanskrit astronomers using spherical
geometry. The technical discussions in this book,
supported by the critically edited Sanskrit text and
geometric diagrams, offer an opportunity for historians
of the astral sciences to understand developments in
astronomy in seventeenth-century Mughal India from a
more nuanced perspective. These are supplemented
through explorations of modernity, mathematics, and
mythology and how they thrived within Sanskrit
astronomical discourse at the courts of the Mughal
emperors.
This book is of interest to historians and
philosophers of science, in particular those interested
in the history of non-western astral sciences. The book
would be a valuable resource for scholars studying the
general history of Sanskrit astronomy in the Indian
subcontinent as well as those interested in the technical
aspects of Sanskrit and Indo-Persian astronomy in
Mughal India. all.
Astronomy: The Human Quest for Understanding,
by Dale Ostlie (OUP), Jun 2022, pp.880 (paperback,
£39.95), ISBN 9780198825838
This textbook provides
an introduction to how
science operates in
practice and what makes
it so successful in
uncovering nature's
secrets. Given that the
study of astronomy dates
back thousands of years,
it is the ideal subject for
tracing the development
of the physical sciences
and how our evolving
understanding of nature has influenced, and been
influenced by, mathematics, philosophy, religion,
geography, politics, and more. This historical approach
also illustrates how wrong turns have been taken, and
how the inherent self-correcting nature of science
through constant verification and the falsifiability of
truly scientific theories ultimately leads us back to a
more productive path in our quest for understanding.
This approach also points out why, as a broadly
educated citizenry, students of all disciplines must
understand how scientists arrive at conclusions, and
how science and technology have become central
features of modern society.
Unlike other similar textbooks, some basic
mathematics is integrated naturally into the text,
together with interpretive language.
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RECENT BOOKS MISSED
Public Astronomy, Los Angeles Style, by E.C. Krupp
and David DeVorkin (eds.) (Griffith Observatory
Foundation), 2021
For more than a
century, Los Angeles has been
changing public
perspective on life,
the universe, and
everything through
scientific research,
space exploration,
the entertainment
industry, and public astronomy.
Public Astronomy, Los Angeles Style includes a set of
six original articles by six experts on different aspects
of public astronomy. Richly illustrated, this publication shows how wealthy philanthropists, world-class
observatory developers, famous astronomers, enthusiastic amateurs, local telescope makers, astronomical
educators, public observatories, and everyday people
all made sure the moon and stars really are for everyone.
Edited by Griffith Observatory Director E.C. Krupp
and NASM Curator David DeVorkin, this entertaining
account of a hidden heritage of Los Angeles is available for purchase via the Observatory Foundation website.
Pour la gloire de M. de La Lande, by Guy Boistel
(IMCCE), Mar 2022, pp.692 (softback, 72.00 euros),
ISBN 9782910015879 [in FRENCH]
Pour la Gloire de M. de la
Lande draws a vast historical fresco of the material and scientific and human manufacture of the
Connaissance des temps,
heiress of the ephemeris
published by the astronomer Johannes Kepler between 1627 and 1630. It
has been published every
year without interruption
since 1679, and is now
published by the Institute of Celestial Mechanics and
Calculus of Ephemeris (IMCCE) at the Paris Observatory.
Supported by Louis XIV and his “astronomers royal”
and quickly placed under the responsibility of the
Royal Academy of Sciences in the very early eighteenth
century, the Connaissance des temps was later pub-
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lished by the French Bureau of Longitudes, from 1796
to 1998. The present work gives substantial space to
the history of these various scientific institutions, in
the words and deeds of the successive directors of the
ephemeris, the booksellers, the human computers of
the ephemeris, and the contextualization of international competition with the English ephemeris, the
Nautical Almanac in particular, up to the creation of
the International Astronomical Union in 1919. The
Connaissance des temps was deeply modified by the
astronomer Jérôme Lalande in 1760 and its influence
was felt until 1979 when it took a more modern form
in its contents, considering the development of the
computer science and then the Internet.
Pour la Gloire de M. de la Lande is accessible to nonspecialists in astronomy or in the history of astronomy
questions. It comes with graphics, explanatory boxes,
appendices, and is richly documented. Far beyond the
columns of numbers that line up in an astronomical
ephemeris, the book invites us to trace the course and
history of the men and women who shaped this atypical annual ephemeris over almost 250 years.
The PDF version of the book is free and can be
downloaded. It is available in print on demand on the
BoD bookshop website.
Note: The descriptions of the books above are largely
taken from the publishers. They are not reviews and do
not imply endorsement by the SHA.
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Betty Marion Davis (1924-2020)
and the Astronomy of Jeremiah Horrocks
Inevitably, anyone choosing to research the life and
work of the Lancashire astronomer, Jeremiah Horrocks
(c.1619-1641), will become familiar with the writings
a handful of previous authors, who have made original
contributions to the subject. They will have encountered, for example, the seminal papers by Sidney Bertram Gaythorpe (1880-1964), whose treatise on Horrocks was recently published for the first time by the
SHA.
Once we start to delve into the technicalities of Horrocks’s astronomy we also encounter frequent references to the work of a lesser-known individual: Betty
Marion Davis.1 It is a remarkable fact that this work
consisted simply of a single 167-page treatise: The Astronomical Work of Jeremiah Horrox—perhaps the
longest sustained account that has ever been produced
on the topic. Betty submitted this MSc thesis as a mature external student at London University in 1967.
There is no record of her publishing anything astronomical before that…or since.
A couple of years ago, intrigued by the lack of other
papers on the history of astronomy by Betty, I decided
to approach her, if she was still around, for an interview, hoping to find out how she became interested in
astronomy, whether she had discussed her deepening
interest in its history, and Horrocks in particular, with
other enthusiasts, and whether she had continued to
pursue the subject?
I put out an appeal in Newsletter No.21 (Spring
2020) of the BAA Historical Section: “Does anyone
know whether Elizabeth (Betty) Marion Davis is still
alive and contactable?” No one responded.
It was not easy to locate Betty: there was no simple
paper trail. Just one clue came to hand: that was a twoline entry in the list of new ‘Fellows’ in the Quarterly
Journal of the Royal Astronomical Society (RAS) for
1970: “Elizabeth Marion Davis, Fernhill Manor
School, New Milton, Hants. (proposed by W.F.
Bushell)”. Given the proposer, this had to be the same
Betty. Any student of Horroxiana would instantly recognise his name: Warin Foster Bushell (1885-1974)
was himself a well-known Horrocks enthusiast and had
been responsible for a delightful 16-page paper about
the young astronomer, The Keats of English Astronomy, in the Mathematical Gazette in 1959.
It turned out that Betty had been living and teaching
at the independent Fernhill Manor School for girls at
the time of her admission to the RAS. From this snippet, it was possible to track her down. Sadly, however,
it transpired that she had died, aged 95 (23 Feb 2020),
a few weeks before my search had begun!

Elizabeth (Betty) Marion Forrester (née Davis)
The interview, needless to say, never took place.
Nevertheless, it might not be amiss to set down some
of the things that came to light about Betty.
She was born on 14 May 1924 at Harborne, Birmingham: the only daughter of Henry (‘Harry’) Thomas Davis (one time Borough Treasurer in Cheshunt)
and Bessie Agnes Peake. She had a younger brother,
Geoffrey, who later became a ‘Master Mariner’.
Betty studied mathematics at Cambridge and then
went on to become a school-teacher. Before the move
to New Milton, she taught at Birkenhead, on the Wirral
Peninsula, on the opposite side of the River Mersey to
Liverpool. It was very probably here that she made the
acquaintance of W.F. Bushell, who was the headmaster of the ‘direct grant’ Birkenhead School for boys
from 1930 to 1946.
Since graduating in mathematics as a Wrangler at
Cambridge in 1906, Bushell had followed a colourful
career in senior posts at public schools, in Britain and
abroad, punctuated only by army service during the
First World War, when he saw action in Palestine and
on the Western Front. His passions were mathematics
and astronomy. He became President of the Mathematical Association and, after retirement was an active
member of Liverpool Astronomical Society. In 1964
he gifted the considerable sum of £1000 to the RAS, to
be used to fund the purchase of books for the Library.
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Perhaps it was under the influence of Bushell that
Betty developed an interest in the Toxteth (Liverpool)
astronomer, Jeremiah Horrocks. In any event, she subsequently enrolled for a Master’s degree as an external
student at the University of London and chose the astronomy of Horrocks as her thesis subject. In it her
avowed aim was “to see the work of Jeremiah Horrox
against the background of his own time”.
The thesis not only displays a grasp of the finer
points of early seventeenth century astronomy, but also
displays a competence in Latin. She appears to have
read the Latin Opera Posthuma (1672) of Horrocks
and has included in her thesis almost 30 pages of what
seem to be her own translations of extracts from many
of its treatises and letters.
She begins with an account of his life, including a
dispassionate survey of previous attempts to dig up
biographical detail (pp. 11-31) and follows this with
separate chapters on: His instruments and observing
methods (pp. 32-43); His Lunar theory (pp. 44-71);
The transit of Venus (pp. 72-110); Other theories and
calculations, including planetary theory (Jupiter and
Saturn), solar theory, the solar parallax (and the impossibility of deriving this from the diagram of Hipparchus) (pp. 111-126); The writings of Horrocks, as
exemplified by his ‘Disputations’ in the Opera posthuma (pp. 133-141). She concludes with an examination of the impact of Horrocks’s work on the development of astronomy (pp.142-152).
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20th ANNIVERSARY CELEBRATION
NEW SHA BOOKLET
TO BE PUBLISHED
To celebrate the 20th anniversary of the founding of
the SHA, in June, the Society will be publishing a 124page booklet featuring a miscellany of articles on various aspects of the history of astronomy and the work
of the Society.
There will be chapters on: Archaeoastronomy; Private Observatories; Public Observatories; School Observatories; Marine and Navigational Astronomy; Astronomers; Astronomical Associations; Time Immemorial; Early Years of the SHA; and Recent history of
the SHA.
It is anticipated that the selling price will be £10 per
copy (+ postage, if bought by mail order). The booklet
will be on sale at SHA events, stalls and by mail order.
Further details will be sent to members when the publication is available.

At some stage in the 1960s Betty moved to Fernhill
Manor School—an independent school for girls in
Hampshire. From 1969 to her retirement in 1984 she
was the head teacher there and lived on the site. It was
one year into her headship that she became a Fellow of
the RAS. Strangely, there seems to be no record of her
having continued to pursue an interest in astronomy.
Throughout her working life, Betty remained single,
sharing her home only with her pet poodles. However,
on the eve of her retirement, she surprised colleagues
by declaring that she was about to get married. Soon
afterwards she married Dennis Forrester and moved to
Milford-on-Sea. After Dennis’s death in 2018 she became increasingly frail and moved into a local care
home. Nevertheless, according to an obituary published in the local newspaper, her mind remained sharp
until almost the end. She died on 23 February 2020.
1

cf citations in works by Allan Chapman, Curtis Wilson,
Wilbur Applebaum, Mordechai Feingold, Peter Aughton,
and others.

I am grateful for the help of Betty’s cousin, Jon Foster, in providing some of the above information and
the photo of Betty in later life.
David Sellers

COUNCIL VOLUNTEERS INVITED
Would you like to be involved in helping the SHA
to develop? We need extra volunteers? Please
email the Chair (Gerard Gilligan) to find out more.
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OTHER MEETINGS, COURSES &
EXHIBITIONS NOTICED (non-SHA)
Given the uncertain situation with the pandemic, anyone interested in the following events is advised to
check regularly whether they are still going ahead.

BAA Historical Section Webinar
On Sat 14 May 2022 at 2pm
Professor Wayne Orchiston and his wife Darunee
Lingling Orchiston will be talking about Asian Observations of the 18 August 1868 Total Solar
Eclipse.
In the history of astronomy, the total solar eclipse of
18 August 1868 is regarded as a watershed event that
led to a major breakthrough in solar physics. Thanks
to immaculate timing, this event coincided with international developments in both photography and spectroscopy.
The path of totality extended from Aden in the west
to Indonesia in the east, and at the optimal location
totality lasted an amazing 6min 50sec. In this talk we
will discuss some of the astronomers and instruments
that ventured to present-day India, Thailand and Malaysia; compare and contrast their observations; and
place these in international context. We will also describe how Thailand’s King Rama IV astutely used the
eclipse as a political weapon to foil colonization aspirations by both Britain and France.
The talk will be accessible via Zoom and on the
BAA’s YouTube channel.
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the Herschels’ legacy in connections between science
and art today.
The symposium will take place on 19 June 2022,
and will conclude with a public keynote lecture by
Professor Tom McLeish FRS (University of York), a
panel discussion on Herschel’s legacies, and a concert
of Herschel’s music given as part of the York Festival
of Ideas, 11–24 June 2022.

Biennial History of Astronomy
Workshop (NDXV)
The Fifteenth Biennial History of Astronomy Workshop (NDXV) was to have been held 8-12 Jun 2022,
in-person at the University of Notre Dame, Indiana,
but has been postponed until 21-25 Jun 2023, due to
ongoing Covid concerns.
A smaller scale virtual-only event within the same
dates as had been planned (8-10 Jun 2022) will be
held. This will feature a small selection of the submitted panel and paper proposals. Details are still being
sorted out, but when finalised, will be posted to the
website.
The Workshop in 2023 will keep the same theme,
Communicating Astronomy, and feature its invited
international speaker, Charlotte Bigg.

WEB-LINKS NOTICED
BAA webinars on historical topics
The following lectures are now available to view on
the BAA’s YouTube channel:

‘Cosmic Harmonies’: A Symposium
Celebrating the Life, Science, Music,
and Legacy of William Herschel
(1738–1822)

Maria Mitchell (1818-89), the Danish Comet Medal
and Early American Astronomy, by Jacqueline Mitton.

On Sun 19 June 2022

50 Monuments in 50 voices

2022 sees the two-hundredth anniversary of the
death of William Herschel, a profoundly significant
figure in the field of astronomy, but one who made his
early living as a musician—as an oboist, violinist,
harpsichordist, organist, composer, and impresario.

50 Monuments in 50 Voices is a project that showcases thought-provoking, individual responses to 50
unique monuments at St Paul’s Cathedral from artists,
writers, musicians, theologians, academics and more.

This symposium takes the bicentenary of his death as
a cue to explore new aspects of Herschel’s work as
composer, instrumentalist, impresario, and astronomer
in the intellectual, creative, and cultural contexts of his
time. The symposium will take a wide perspective on
astronomy, music, and natural philosophy, including

Newly posted, voice no.9 is that of science historian
Dr Barbara J. Becker, responding to the Monument to
Sir William Huggins OM KCB PRS (1824–1910) &
Lady Margaret Huggins (1848–1915) by Henry Alfred
Pegram RA (c.1916). Dr Becker is the author of the
acclaimed Huggins biography, Unravelling Starlight
(2011).

The history of silvering telescope mirrors, by Howard
Banich.
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WEIGHING THE WORLD
Re-creating the Airy-Whewell experiment
In 2022 Society for the History of Astronomy members
Carolyn Kennett and Dr. Daniel Belteki, along with
Dr. Edward Gillin and instrument maker/mine expert
Wayne Ridgeway were involved in an ambitious project to re-create density and gravity mine experiments
made nearly 200 years ago. In 1826 and then in 1828
George Biddell Airy and William Whewell travelled to
Cornwall to undertake the experiment in what was
then the deepest mine in the UK, Dolcoath. The experiment involved taking a Kater invariable pendulum
and regulator into a mine to make measurements of the
rate of swing.
The original experiment set the pendulum in two locations, one overground and one underground, and
timed the swing of the pendulum in both locations.
The difference in the rate allowed them to calculate the
amount of gravitational pull on the pendulum. Dolcoath the location of the original experiment had unfortunately closed and the lower recesses are flooded,
so we used a mine named Rosevale in Zennor, which
gives us a difference of 250 metres between the overground and underground stations. Although Rosevale
is not as deep as Dolcoath (700 metres at the time of
the original experiment), it gives the opportunity to
explore how the experiment was conducted in what
can only be described as less than ideal conditions.
Mines are dirty places which can be excessively damp
and hot. During the original experiment the scientists
would have had to contend with vibrations and noise
from the working environment, making their achievements all the more significant.
On 9 April 2022 we finally got the opportunity to run
the experiment. Wayne Ridgeway had completed his
manufacture of a Katar Pendulum replica and he had
acquired a regulator to be positioned behind. We had
chosen a location in the mine which was not too wet or
have too much of a draft. The temperature was cool
around 11 degrees and we could see our breath in the
air. Dr Edward Gillin, Dr Daniel Belteki and I waited
patiently as Wayne positioned and started the regula-

Pendulum set up in Rosevale mine
tor, before leaving it to settle. He then hung the free
swinging Katar pendulum a short distance in front.
The regulator pendulum had a white dot upon it and
the Katar pendulum had a black piece of wood which
extended below the bob. It would be these two key
elements that we would be watching during the course
of the experiment. Positioning ourselves a short distance away we placed a small antique brass sighting
scope on a table. Looking through this scope we would
be watching for the moment that the white dot was
‘eclipsed’ by the black rod. In effect it would disappear. These were called coincidences.
Each coincidence was pretty regular and timed between 44 and 46 minutes apart and we felt this had
more to do with the expertise of the instrument maker
than the observers. With more time and coincidences I
am sure we would have made improvements with accuracy with the observations. It had taken a long time
that morning to set up the equipment and get the regulator running smoothly. After nearly 5 hours of observations we had to allow the mine to pack up and dismantle the experiment. Our limitations were very apparent, we had a lack of time to repeat the experiments
to a similar length as Airy and Whewell (they conducted 127 hours in total), we also lacked in depth in
which to conduct the experiment. Even so this has
whetted our appetite to try again and improve on our
first attempt.
Carolyn Kennett

Airy and Whewell (Wellcome Collection)
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SHA CALENDAR 2022
MONTH
2022
JAN
FEB
MAR
APR
MAY

JUN
JUL
AUG
SEP
OCT
NOV
DEC

SHA EVENT OR PUBLICATION

VENUE

SHA Online Lecture No.7, by Dr Philipp Nothaft (26 Jan)
SHA e-News (1-5 Feb)
SHA Spring Conference (12 Mar)
SHA Bulletin 37 (1 Apr)
SHA e-News (1-5 May)
SHA Online Lecture No.8, by Brother Guy Consolmagno (9
May)
The Antiquarian Astronomer 16
SHA Online anniversary event (29 Jun)
SHA Summer Picnic (25 Jun)
SHA e-News (1-5 Aug)
SHA Online Lecture No.9, by Prof. Wayne Orchiston &
Darunee Lingling Orchiston (3 Sep)
SHA AGM & Autumn Conference (22 Oct)
SHA e-News (1-5 Nov)
SHA Online Lecture No.10 by Wolfgang Steinicke (19 Nov)
SHA Bulletin 38 (mid-Dec)

Via ‘Zoom’
Birmingham

Via ‘Zoom’

Via ‘Zoom’
Bath
Via ‘Zoom’
Birmingham
Via ‘Zoom’

